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	1. Chapter 1-Kuma

As he opened the door—slouched, one hand in his pocket, like usual—warm air and chatter brushed across his face. A welcoming sensation he always enjoyed, he soaked in the atmosphere and discreetly inhaled the heady scent of ramen. Slowly, he sauntered across the tiled floor to the counter facing the kitchen. As he walked, he nodded respectfully at the regulars, who would smile back to the 'Young Master Red Lion', and glared at the high schoolers causing a ruckus, thoroughly amused at the fear he caused them.

Flopping down on the counter stool, he shifted his sunglass-hidden gaze to the rotund chef in the kitchen, who manically stirred the contents of pot, oblivious to the gangster's presence. The domestic image his former-delinquent friend portrayed caused Shin to smirk at the irony of the situation, although it only made sense that Kuma would go into culinary. As long as Shin had known Kuma, his life had revolved around food. Eventually, his musings were interrupted by the soft 'clink' of a china bowl set on the counter in front of him. He looked up at the woman who placed the bowl of ramen in front of him every week. "Thanks, Ami," he said as a greeting, while she simply smiled in return. Walking away to serve other customers, Shin watched her, contemplating the fact that Kuma ended up with a woman so perfectly suited to him.

Per usual, he left the bowl of steaming ramen untouched, instead choosing to observe the others surrounding him. They followed a predictable pattern he had always found boring-enter, eat, leave, repeat. He was almost tempted to lay his head in his arms in order to nap as he did in high school, but now he is a respected Yakuza, so he just sits back and observes.

The customers come and go; some quickly, while others eat at a snail's pace. The obnoxious antics of the high schoolers amuse him, reminding him of his own rebellious teenage days, but he would refuse to admit it aloud. A little girl plays with her doll at a table with her parents, and across the shop sits an elderly couple. Some of these people he knows, either through his walks through town or his affiliation with the Kuroda-gumi. They offer him fish, bread, sake, and money as a traditional "Thank you" to the type of services he provides. He smiles, his first true one of the night, because the life these people give him is the life he only ever dreamed he could have.

Slowly, the customers trickle out, signaling the arrival of closing time. Full of food and contentment, they wander out, leaving Shin with his cold ramen as he waits for the second part of this weekly ritual to commence. In the kitchen, Kuma cleans up the workspace, salvaging what can be reused and discarding what cannot before he begins to wash up and wipe everything down. Meanwhile, Ami flits around the dining area, picking up the remains of the customers' dishes. Her humming and the tinkle of china bowls being washed put Shin's mind at ease, relaxing him fully for the first time all week. As the clean-up for the day comes to a close, Ami shuts the light off and heads upstairs, waving at Shin and kissing her husband on the cheek. Once gone, Kuma prepares a bowl for himself and sits down on the stool to the right of the red-haired man, greeting him with a quick, "Hey Shin-chan." Together, they chant "Itadakimasu" and begin eating.

In between bites of their meal, the two filled the silence with comfortable conversation, talking about anything under the sun. Or rather, Kuma talked and Shin listened to his friend, adding the occasional "Ah," when he saw fit. Ranging from Ami's pregnancy to the shop's increasing popularity and then to Shin's bachelor party the night before, Kuma chatted on as he slowly ate. Shin, long finished with his bowl, pulled out a cigarette and joined his friend in reliving the stupidity of Noda, Minami, and Ucchi's actions. The conversation lulled, with Kuma continuing to eat and Shin beginning to smoke.

They sat in silent contentment for a second, Shin smoking his cigarette while Kuma finished his bowl. Once, Shin would have offered Kuma one, but with a wife and baby on the way they both knew better. Then, with no preamble, in the blunt manner Kuma always spoke, he asked, "Shin, are you sure about this?" Slowly, Shin inhaled and exhaled, looking straight ahead. Kuma's omittance of his favorite suffix revealed how serious this part of the conversation was. As the pause drew out, Kuma almost thought his friend wasn't going to answer, but knew otherwise. "Do you remember that conversation on the stairs?" Shin asked.

Kuma blinked, trying to gather his thoughts. He didn't need to ask what "that" conversation was; he could vividly remember every detail.

_The silence of the school rang through his ears, if that was possible. He glanced over at Shin, reclining across the stairs as if they were a throne, wondering if the silence ever bothered him. Kuma shook his head and took another puff of his cigarette. Probably not, this was Shin-chan after all. At that thought, he glanced over again. Shin was staring off into the distance, his eyes focused on the window._

_ 'Not on the window,' Kuma thought, 'but the woman visible through the window.' Outside, Yankumi walked along, oblivious to the ardent gaze that followed her. Kuma sat there, slowly pondering the current situation, and the one that had happened a few hours ago. While he had a hunch that Shin felt something for the weird teacher, he had been ignoring it until Minami had asked the question. Now, with Shin so obviously mooning after her, it couldn't be ignored any longer._

_ "Oi, Shin-chan."_

_ "Ah."_

_ "It's more than just 'like' isn't it."_

_ Shin stopped smoking, but his eyes still followed Yamaguchi's figure as she walked out of the school. He sat in silence for a moment, contemplating the right words to say, before settling for a very plain "Yea. Probably."_

_ Kuma gulped, "What about that yakuza group she owes money to? I know we can't take them; those guys are serious."_

_ Shin almost laughed at his friend's denseness, before deciding enough was enough. "She doesn't owe them any money. She's the heiress to the gumi."_

_ "Aah, I see," Kuma nodded sagely, before his mind caught up with Shin's words. "NANI?"_

_ "Ah," Shin replied in a bored tone as he reclined back on the stairs to continue his cigarette._

_ "Shin-chan, you can't get involved with that. Being in a relationship with her could get you into some dangerous situations!" Kuma fretted, speaking rapidly. Shin, on the other hand, just huffed._

_ "The gumi supports me. They want me to join the family the traditional way-by marriage."_

_ Shin allowed that information to sink in, knowing that if anyone would understand, it would be Kuma._

_ Kuma sighed, worried about his best friend's mental health, before responding. "Shin, man, are you sure?"_

_ "Ah," Shin said as he released the smoke from his lungs. Some doubting, but reluctant acceptance in order for Shin's happiness. He knew Kuma too well. Slowly he smirked, and looked at his bear of a friend with half-lidded eyes. "Besides, we always joked about me joining the yakuza anyways." Beside him, Kuma just shook his head, smiling at his friend's ridiculous love._

The familiar smell of Shin's cigarette brought him back to the present, questions invading his mind, demanding answers he knew he would never receive. Shin just didn't share his emotions or information like that. With determination, he pushed them back with a simple "yea". Shin inhaled the smoke once more, staring off into the kitchen. "Probably since then."

Kuma just hummed in agreement, before moving on to an unrelated topic. There was no point in arguing or questioning any more. The wedding tomorrow would be perfect, everyone would have fun—in a drunken haze, and Shin would begin the chapter of his life everyone had been waiting on. Kuma shook his head, 'I always said he could be yakuza.' With that thought, Kuma stood up with a smile to refill the bowls and retrieve the expensive sake. It was time to celebrate.


	2. Chapter 2-Yankumi

Chapter 2: Shin and Kumiko

The pair lounged side by side on the porch, half-illuminated by the light pouring out through the shoji door. Inside, the Kuroda-gumi celebrated their latest victory, shooting back sake, playing cards, talking loudly, and simply becoming more obnoxious with each bottle they consumed. The two lovers escaped outside for some respite from the raucous crowd, muscles sore from the earlier fight and heads buzzing pleasantly from the potent alcohol.

Kumiko sat to the left of Shin, knees drawn to her chest and head turned towards the stars, her arms curled around her in a warm embrace. Beside her, Shin laid back with his arm covering his eyes and legs dangling over the side of the porch. They sat in the companionable silence that seemed to follow them through their ever-evolving relationship, usually allowing them to understand each other's emotions and intentions. Tonight however, the silence seemed oppressing, closing in on them as the tension between them escalated.

"Shin?" Kumiko tentatively questioned, her voice ringing out over the din coming from inside.

"Ah," he stated, affirming his listening ear.

"What were you talking about with Oji-chan earlier?"

Shin tensed, refusing to answer her question immediately, and Kumiko refrained from pressuring for one. Past experiences revealed that Shin answered questions in his own time after carefully analyzing the situation, and pressuring him for answers ensured none would emerge. In the gokudo that trait was admirable, something sought after in all young ones and revered in the hardened men of years past—and therein lied the problem. Kumiko understood Shin possessed the makings of a yakuza. Every personality trait within Shin pointed towards an excellent leader with the potential for greatness, but to Kumiko he still appeared as her precious student who was too talented for this criminal lifestyle.

Kumiko sighed quietly, with just enough volume to reach Shin's ears. One eye opened lazily, and peeking out from under his arm, Shin absorbed her forlorn appearance. Understanding that her expression condemned him to an extensive and tiring conversation, he resigned himself to his fate and sat up, slouching forward to lean his arms on his knees.

"We talked about the meeting of the clans coming up." As expected, the words created an electrical charge that infiltrated the air and caused flames to rise up and surround Kumiko.

"Why?" She asked menacingly, the threat laced throughout the word indicated the necessary caution when answering her. He sighed, wishing she had waited for this conversation, preferably when sober and rested, but Kumiko never waited for anything, choosing instead to rush in and attack her insecurities head on.

'Except that damn lawyer. She waited years for him.' Shin shook his head at the negative words, forcing them away. They weren't discussing the lawyer, instead they were dancing around the insinuations born from the boss's request. Shin sighed again, he really wished she waited until at least tomorrow for this conversation. "The boss would like me to join him and Kyou as a representative for the Kuroda-gumi at the meeting."

If anything, the flames surrounding Kumiko grew twice fold, indicating the increasing level of her ire. Shin remained calm, preparing to once again assume the role as the voice of reason in their relationship.

"That responsibility falls to the Yondaime. You have no business or right to attend that meeting!"

Shin let the words roll over him like gentle water. Kumiko had her moments where she overcomplicated things and failed to see the bigger image—like the implications of their relationship on the future of the clan.

"Well, I was under the impression that dating you qualified me for the job." Shin caught the glint of light on her glasses out of the corner of his eye. Dread and exasperation filled him, incited by the acute knowledge of where this conversation was heading—for the third time this month.

"You are not in this family and you are not going to be!"

Shin let out a hearty breath, and in the most patronizing tone he could muster said, "Kumiko, sweetheart." He paused for a second to admire the way her face contorted into something truly demonic in appearance at the pet name—and action he found he thoroughly enjoyed. "I'm going to marry you. Therefore, I'm going to assume the role of Yondaime. Get over it."

As he spoke, her face grew livid and no sooner than he finished, she venomously spat out, "You damn gaki, you've got no place in the yakuza."

In spite of his appreciation for her accent and anger—two attributes that always seemed to spark desire for her within him—anger flooded through his veins, warming his blood in preparation for a fight. At twenty, society deemed him an adult and so should she; and in response he loathed to be treated like a child. At twenty, Shin surpassed others with his reputation as a ruthless lawyer, Todai graduate, former delinquent, and yakuza—admired even more for simply not caring about any of that. Despite Kumiko's denial, Shin was a man not to be trifled with in the underworld. So he remained calm, allowing only a fraction of his rage to shine through his words. "They've given me a title. I'm included in the inner circle. They take me to fight, and when that's over they take me to celebrate. I've been included in illegal deals and activities since before we became involved with each other. I believe I already have a place here."

They stared at each other aggressively, daring each other to make the move for the argument to turn physical. Then, as suddenly as the fight began, Kumiko deflated, sinking in on herself. Shin sat tense for another second before accepting her defeat and sinking down to lay on his back once more. They remained like that for a while, silently accepting the fight as concluded. The cheers of the inner circle raged in the background, permeating the air to fill in the gap left by the end of their argument. Then, Kumiko unexpectedly slid down beside him, curling into his side. Unused to displays of affection from her, he just laid there, unassumingly supporting whatever mental strife worried her.

Closing his eyes, Shin soaked in the feel of her weight upon his chest, the tickle of her air against his arm, and the scent of her filling his nose. No matter the argument, he always supported her, just to feel the warmth of her against his skin. A position beside her, behind her, below her—anything to secure his place as her equal. That's all he's ever worked for since they met, and why he'll be a damned good yakuza; because her side in the only place he belongs.


End file.
